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n a “learning society” everyone will need to become, and remain, committed to learning. If as-
sessment potentially represents the key to achieving this, it also currently represents the biggest sin-
gle stumbling block. (Broadfoot, 2002, p. 6)

“What gets assessed is what gets taught” is a common assertion whose mean-
ing is often underestimated. It is not just what gets assessed, but how it is assessed
that has implications for what is learned. When a child who is asked the meaning
of his report card grades responds, “If I knew that I’d be the teacher” he is saying
something about the relationships of authority learned in the process of assessment.
When a teacher wishes out loud that her faculty “could discuss retention and realis-
tic expectations for grade levels without the nastiness and accusations,” she is also
reporting on the relational aspect of assessment practices (Johnston, 2003, p. 90).
Our goal in this article is to offer a framework for understanding literacy assess-
ment that incorporates these dimensions and reminds us of the broader picture of
literacy assessment of which we often lose sight. 

Literacy is a complex construct 
Although we often think of literacy as a set of all-purpose skills and strategies

to be learned, it is more complex, more local, more personal, and more social than
that. Becoming literate involves developing identities, relationships, dispositions,
and values as much as acquiring strategies for working with print (Brandt, 2001;
Collins & Blot, 2003; Gee, 2000). Children becoming literate are being appren-
ticed into ways of living with people as much as with symbols. Consequently, liter-
acy assessment must be grounded in current understandings of literacy and society
(Johnson & Kress, 2003; Johnston, 1999). We have to consider what kind of 
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literacy might benefit individuals, what kind of liter-
ate society we aspire to, and what assessment might
best serve those ends.  

For example, what kind of literacy assessment
will enable children to live in and contribute to an
increasingly democratic society? Democracy has to
do with “the way persons attend to one another, care
for one another, and interact with one another...[and]
the capacity to look at things as though they could
be otherwise” (Greene, 1985, p. 3), and citizens who
“have the convictions and enthusiasms of their own
responses, yet...are willing to keep an open mind
about alternate points of view, and...to negotiate
meanings and actions that respect both individual
diversity and community needs” (Pradl, 1996, pp.
11–12). In other words, our literacy assessment 
practices must foster a literate disposition towards
reciprocity (Carr & Claxton, 2002); that is, “a will-
ingness to engage in joint learning tasks, to express
uncertainties and ask questions, to take a variety of
roles in joint learning enterprises and to take others’
purposes and perspectives into account” (p. 16).

What might such assessment look like? The
National Educational Monitoring Project (NEMP)
in New Zealand is charged with taking stock of the
nation’s progress in educating a literate society. To
this end, the NEMP includes items such as provid-
ing a group of children with a set of books from
which they, as a class library committee, must make
their best selection. Students individually justify
their choices to the group before the group negoti-
ates and justifies the final selection. The negotiation
has a time limit and is videotaped for analysis of
reading and literate interactions (Flockton &
Crooks, 1996). This item requires children to evalu-
ate the qualities of texts, take a stance, make persua-
sive arguments, actively listen, and negotiate a
collective position—all independent and interdepen-
dent literate practices central to democratic class-
room and society. The item reflects and encourages
an individual and mutual disposition toward reci-
procity, a foundation for a democratic literacy.

Literacy has complications that assessment
must deal with. Not only is literacy complex and so-
cial but also the literate demands of the world keep
changing with exponential acceleration. The apparent
boundaries between spoken and written words and
their conventions have been obliterated by instant
messaging, book tapes, cell-phone text messaging,
speech translation software, interactive hypertext, and
the facility with which text and image (moving or
still) are fused. Literate demands are changing so
rapidly that we can’t predict with certainty what
kindergartners will face in adulthood. We do know

however, that they will need to be resilient learners
(Carr & Claxton, 2002) to maintain their literate de-
velopment in the face of the increasingly rapid trans-
formations of literacy in their communities. 

Because “what is assessed is taught,” literacy as-
sessment should reflect and encourage resilience—a
disposition to focus on learning when the going gets
tough, to quickly recover from setbacks, and to
adapt. Its opposite is brittleness—the disposition to
avoid challenging tasks and to shift into ego-defensive
behaviors when learning is difficult. A brittle learner
believes that having difficulty with a literate task re-
veals a lack of “ability.” A brittle disposition in chil-
dren prior to first grade negatively predicts word
recognition in grades 1 and 2, and is a better predic-
tor than assessments of phonological awareness
(Niemi & Poskiparta, 2002). This negative effect on
learning is amplified by the pressures of competitive
and overly difficult situations, particularly where
ability is the primary emphasis. These are exactly the
contexts produced by current testing practices. 

Resilience can be assessed. For example, teach-
ers can collect specific examples of resilience with
quotes and artifacts to produce documented narra-
tives (Carr & Claxton, 2002) for later review with
the student and other stakeholders (see also Himley
& Carini, 2000). In fact, the process of generating
such assessment narratives will foster a resilient liter-
ate disposition (Johnston, 2004). 

We begin with these uncommon examples of
literacy assessment to suggest that, although assessing
literacy in its complexity can be challenging, it is
possible. It is also important. Failure to keep our at-
tention on the bigger picture might not be a prob-
lem except that, intended or not, literacy assessment
instruments define literacy within the assessment ac-
tivity and, particularly when the stakes are high,
within instruction (Smith, 1991). The higher the
stakes, the more necessary it is that assessments re-
flect the breadth of literacy. Alas, most assessment
practices, particularly testing practices, oversample
narrow aspects of literacy, such as sound-symbol
knowledge (Stallman & Pearson, 1991), and under-
sample other aspects such as writing, any media be-
yond print on paper, and ways of framing texts and
literacy, such as the critical literacies necessary for
managing the coercive  pressures of literacy. 

The more an assessment focuses on a narrow
sample of literate behavior, as happens in individual
tests, the more undersampling occurs. Literacy as-
sessments distorted in this way affect instruction in
many subtle ways. For example, the extensive use of
pencil-and-paper state tests has forced many teachers
to decrease instructional use of computers, particularly



for writing. This problem is most damaging in urban
and poor-performing schools (Russell & Abrams,
2004). The tests simultaneously risk underestimating
the writing competence of students used to writing
on computers, while reducing the likelihood of stu-
dents not familiar with computer writing to ever be-
come so. 

Assessment is a social practice 
Assessment is a social practice that involves

noticing, representing, and responding to children’s
literate behaviors, rendering them meaningful for
particular purposes and audiences (Johnston &
Rogers, 2001).  Teacher feedback to students on
their literate behavior is assessment just as much as is
grading students’ work, classifying students as handi-
capped, certifying students as being “above grade lev-
el,” or establishing a school as “in need of
improvement” (Black & Wiliam, 1998a; Johnston,
1993). Testing is a subset of assessment practices in
which children’s literate behavior is elicited in more
controlled conditions. 

Although assessment often is viewed as a tech-
nical matter of developing accurate measuring instru-
ments, it is more centrally a set of social practices in
which various tools are used for various purposes. For
example, leveled books can be used as part of teach-
ing in order to monitor children’s early reading
growth without the use of tests. Some books can even
be kept aside specifically for assessment. The same
procedure could also be used as part of holding teach-
ers accountable for children’s progress (Paris, 2002).
However, this is a very different social practice and
would invite greater concern about the measurement
precision of the “levels” and different social action.
For example, teachers would be more likely to use the
assessment books for instruction and to focus the cur-
riculum on the accuracy of word reading.  

Although the instrument is the same, it has
different meaning in the different social practice. In
the accountability context, we worry more about the
measurement qualities of the instrument in order to
be fair. Fairness in the teaching context is more
about ensuring that children are developing ade-
quately, focusing instruction, and ensuring that the
discourse of “levels” does not dominate the children’s
interactions and self-assessments.  Paradoxically,
though we worry more about the psychometric
properties of an instrument in the accountability
context, the social properties of the use of the instru-
ment, such as the defensiveness it might induce, or

the constriction of the curriculum, can be of far
more significance. 

With the realization that assessments are social
practices has come the awareness that the validity of
an assessment instrument cannot be established out-
side of its consequences in use (Messick, 1994;
Moss, 1998). Literacy assessment practices affect the
constructs used to organize teaching practice and to
represent children (Johnston, 1997; Moss). This is
especially powerful when tests are used for purposes
that attach high stakes such as teacher salaries, stu-
dent retention, graduation, or classification. 

Although there are occasional studies claiming
that high-stakes testing has no negative effects, or
even some positive effects on children’s learning,
there are many more studies showing the opposite
and with greater specificity. For example, high-stakes
accountability testing has consistently been demon-
strated to undermine teaching and learning
(Allington & McGill-Franzen, 1995; Morrison &
Joan, 2002; Rex & Nelson, 2004; Smith, 1991;
Smith & Rottenberg, 1991) particularly for lower
achieving students (Harlen & Crick, 2003). It re-
stricts the literacy curriculum, thus defeating the
original intention to improve literacy learning.
Teachers under threat drop from the curriculum
complex literacy practices involving, for example,
multimedia, research, and role-play, and at the same
time their learning community is disrupted (Rex &
Nelson). Increasing accountability pressure on teach-
ers is counterproductive, especially when teachers al-
ready have an internal accountability system. It
results instead in “escalating teacher outrage, dimin-
ishing moral [sic], and the exiting of committed
teachers...from teaching” (Rex & Nelson, p. 1324).

The dictum “first do no harm” has become
part of validity in theory, though rarely in assessment
practice. Indeed, although high-stakes testing has
lately been supported by arguments that it will re-
duce literacy achievement differences associated with
race and poverty, there is evidence that the long-term
effect of such testing is to create a curriculum that
extends stratification rather than reducing it
(Darling-Hammond, 2004; McNeil, 2000).

Individual and institutional
learning 

Literacy assessment is part of a larger project to
educate children both for their immediate and long-
term benefit and for the evolution of society. The
implication of this is that literacy assessment must be
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grounded in current understandings of individual
and institutional learning. There are two general
kinds of assessment—summative and formative.
Summative assessments are the backward-looking as-
sessments of learning, the tests we most commonly
think of that summarize or judge performance as in
educational monitoring, teacher and student ac-
countability testing, and certification (Black &
Wiliam, 1998a). These have not been overtly associ-
ated with current understandings of individual or in-
stitutional learning.  

Indeed, the theories of learning underlying
psychometric practices have largely been implicit, in-
dividualistic, and behavioristic (Shepard, 1991). For
example, current accountability testing, driven by
psychometrics, is based on rewarding and punishing
students, teachers, and school systems. The evidence
so far is that, rather than accomplishing the intended
learning, these practices shift participants’ goals to-
ward avoidance of punishment, which thwarts the
goal of improving the quality of literacy learning for
all students and particularly for historically low-
achieving students (McNeil, 2000). 

Formative assessment, or assessment for learn-
ing, is the forward-looking assessment that occurs in
the process of learning, the feedback the teacher pro-
vides to the student, and the nature of the feedback
matters (Crooks, 1988). For example, rather than
praise or grades, comments improve performance,
though praise keeps students thinking they are doing
well (Black & Wiliam, 1998a). Feedback that focus-
es attention on traits such as ability, smartness, or
goodness, undermines resilience (Dweck, 1999). 

But the process of formative assessment is also
critical. For example, the most common assessment
practices associated with comprehension involve ask-
ing for retellings or asking questions to which teach-
ers already know the answers. These interactional
patterns teach children about how literacy is done
and how authority is organized (Johnston, Jiron, &
Day, 2001; Nystrand, Gamoran, Kachur, &
Prendergast, 1997). Arranging for children to ask the
questions and selectively discuss them can provide
more interesting information regarding children’s
understanding, while simultaneously socializing
them into productive literacy practices and identities
(Comeyras, 1995). 

Formative assessment is specifically directed to-
ward affecting learning. Its validity depends on its
ability to do so (Crooks, 2001). This means that the
validity of formative assessment rests on factors not
normally considered in discussions of validity, such as
trust and sensitivity, the social supports, and motiva-
tions of the classroom. Task factors will be important,

such as the nature and difficulty of the task, its per-
sonal and external relevance, the articulation of task
features, and performance criteria. Each of these will
affect the development of self-assessment. The nature
and timing of feedback will be important. But be-
cause human interactions are structured around who
the participants think they are and what they think
they are doing, teachers’ understanding of such things
as literate practice, how children learn, and cultural
difference will also be important, as will their social
imagination and insight on conceptual confusions. 

While this is true of formative assessments,
summative assessment practices affect learning too.
Some, such as accountability testing, do so deliber-
ately. Consequently, to be valid, all assessment prac-
tices should be grounded in current and consistent
understandings of learning, including the above fac-
tors. Both summative and formative assessments par-
ticipate in socializing children’s and teachers’
self-assessments, with implications for control of
learning and the management of self-assessment to
serve learning goals. 

Basing assessment on current understandings
about learning does not simply negate principles of
psychometrics. For example, neo-Piagetian theories
of learning view the process of confronting and re-
solving discrepancies as a primary vehicle for learn-
ing (Schaffer, 1996; Tudge & Rogoff, 1989). A
self-extending literacy learning system requires chil-
dren to attend to discrepancies between cue systems,
for example (Clay, 1991). In a similar way, learning
communities require disjunctures, such as between
minority and mainstream performance, to stimulate
learning. However, as with formative assessment, the
independent sources of information providing the
conflict must be trusted, and measurement princi-
ples can help provide the grounds for this. The con-
text in which such discrepancies are presented affects
what is learned. The assessment activity must enable
productive engagement of the disjunctures and foster
productive use of data.  

Thinking about assessment in terms of individ-
ual and institutional learning can change the way we
value technical characteristics of assessment. For ex-
ample, consider the role of consistent agreement
among examiners (reliability). Complex authentic
assessment items such as those used in the NEMP
often reduce reliability (Shavelson, Baxter, & Pine,
1992). Weighty assessment practices like sorting and
certifying students demand practices that ensure
agreement—the higher the stakes, the more impor-
tant this agreement. 

Disagreements in this context are viewed as
“measurement error,” which leads to a reduction of



complex authentic items. By contrast, in low-stakes
and more formative assessment, disagreement among
teachers about the meaning of particular documenta-
tion, such as portfolios, can open an important 
learning space by inviting discussions that lead to 
improvements in instruction and assessment itself.
Indeed, this negotiation of values, qualities, and pur-
poses is the most productive part of standards-based
or performance-based assessments (Falk, 2001;
Johnston, 1989; Moss & Schutz, 2001; Sadler, 1987).
Complex and problematic examples provoke the most
productive teaching-learning conversations. In other
words, when the stakes are low, the less reliable the as-
sessment is—to a point—the more likely it is to pro-
duce new learning and innovation in teaching. Because
the validity of an assessment rests partly upon its con-
sequences, improving teaching increases the validity of
the assessment. In this context, imperfect reliability,
contrary to psychometric theory, can increase validity. 

As a concrete example, consider the NEMP
test item mentioned at the beginning of this article
in which children evaluate books individually and
collaboratively as a library committee. The item and
instrument are possible because NEMP uses a light
matrix sample. Different children take a different se-
lection of items; nationally, only a sample of children
takes any items at all. The sampling system is possi-
ble because the emphasis is on the performance of
the system, not of individual schools, teachers, or
children. The instrument provides system informa-
tion without raising individual or organizational de-
fenses (Argyris, 1990).  

Aggregate performance is published and ana-
lyzed by kind and size of school, minority percentage,
community size, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, and
gender, but direct institutional comparisons cannot
be made. Test items are also published to reduce em-
phasis on abstracted numerical comparisons. The
four-year assessment cycle allows time for both the
construction of complex assessments and productive
institutional and societal responses. At the same time,
each administration of the assessment requires train-
ing a group of teachers to reliably administer the as-
sessment. Teachers involved in the training report
that it is an exceptional form of professional develop-
ment that influences their own assessment and teach-
ing competence, and that they pass this competence
on to others (Gilmore, 2002). 

Minds in society 
Children’s thinking evolves from the discourses

in which they are immersed. So, for example, the

ways children assess themselves as literate individuals
will reflect the discourse of classroom assessment
practices. Consider Henry (all names are pseudo-
nyms), for example, a fourth-grade student who de-
scribes himself as a writer (Johnston et al., 2001).
Though he says writing takes him a little longer than
some, he notes that he has a journal with lots of en-
tries and can borrow ideas from other authors,
among whom he includes peers whose feedback and
suggestions he values. He talks about their writing in
terms of the ways they can affect him as a reader. He
enjoys reading, and if he wanted to learn about an-
other person as a reader, he would ask about favorite
and current books and authors. 

Indeed, he describes peers first in terms of their
reading interests (topic, author, genre, difficulty) and
then, matter-of-factly, their reading speed. He is con-
fident that he makes important contributions to
book discussions, but he also feels he benefits from
hearing other students’ experiences and interpreta-
tions. He has learned to manage these discussions to
maximize this learning. In his research efforts he has
encountered disagreements among authors, which he
ascribes to one of them not “doing his homework,”
and he resolves them by consulting more sources
(print, personal, and electronic). Henry has a strong
sense of agency and uniqueness in his literate prac-
tice, which is an important part of who he feels he is.
He recognizes a range of sources of authority and
that none is beyond critique. When his teacher de-
scribes Henry’s literate development, it is in terms of
details of his interests and engagements, what he has
accomplished, how he approaches literate activities,
and what he is beginning to do collaboratively or
with assistance. 

Henry’s self-assessment, his interpretation and
representation of himself as a literate person, reflects
the literate practices and values of his classroom. In a
different discourse community, his and his teachers’
assessments could have focused more centrally on his
decoding skills, what he is unable to do, or on his
normative standing. The test used by his school dis-
trict does provide a numerical quantity to represent
the amount of his literacy and places him in the low-
er quarter of his class. But this particular teacher in
this particular school and district finds that represen-
tation of little significance, and it does not enter the
discourse of the classroom. Another teacher in an-
other discursive community in which the pressures
and goals are different would likely represent the
child’s literacy development differently. 

Indeed, teachers in districts more concerned
with accountability pressures tend to describe chil-
dren’s literacy development with less detail, with less
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attention to the child’s interests, and with more dis-
tancing language (Johnston, Afflerbach, & Weiss,
1993). In a similar manner, the pressures of stan-
dards assessment change not only the representations
but also the relationships among teacher and stu-
dents, making them more authoritarian (Deci,
Siegel, Ryan, Koestner, & Kauffman, 1982), a rela-
tionship that is part of the literacy that is acquired. 

A corollary of the “mind in society” principle is
that literate development is constructed. Mandy, for
example, in the same grade in another school dis-
trict, feels that she is a good writer because she
“writes fast” and feels that she will get an “excellent”
on her report card for writing with a comment that
she “has behaved and she is nice to other class-
mates.” She feels that the good readers are recogniz-
able because they “are quiet and they just listen...and
they get chapter books.” However, she does not
think that conversations between writers are good
because they would result in other writers taking
ideas and having the same stories and because feel-
ings might get hurt. 

Mandy’s conception of literacy foregrounds
convention, conformity, speed, and individualism
(Johnston et al., 2001). Rather than acquiring simi-
lar amounts of literacy, as their test scores might sug-
gest, Henry and Mandy have acquired different
literacies. Literate development is not a matter of ac-
quiring a series of stepping stones in a particular or-
der. First graders are quite capable of acquiring
knowledge of letters and sounds and other print con-
ventions as part of developing a critical literacy. The
conventions, however, will mean something different
when acquired as part of different literacies. The fact
that there are predictable sequences of development
is as much a feature of our assessment and curricular
imperatives as it is a feature of a natural sequence of
literate subskills, or of biological or other potentials
and limitations.  

Representation and interpretation 
Assessment practices are always representation-

al and interpretive. A teacher, an administrator, and
a parent are likely to make different sense of a child’s
literate behavior both because they bring different
histories to the assessment and because they often
have different goals as part of different, if overlap-
ping, social practices. Even a test score (a particular
choice of representation) will mean different things
to them. Each assessment practice is associated with
distinct ways of using language that influence the in-
terpretations made (Fairclough, 1992; Gee, 1996). A

school psychologist or a speech therapist can tilt the
representational language of a committee on the
handicapped toward “learning disabled” or “lan-
guage delayed” on the basis of  the same evidence
(Rueda & Mercer, 1985). A single teacher can bring
different discourses to representing different children
depending on the way the child has been catego-
rized, and these representations have consequences
for children’s understandings of literacy, themselves,
and one another as literate individuals (Arya, 2003;
Johnston et al., 2001). 

Representational practices in assessment perpet-
uate the wider cultural discourses. If our discourse of-
fers a category called “reading disabled,” then we will
find assessment tools to identify members of the cate-
gory and an appealing narrative of “services” and
“support” (McDermott, 1993). The representational
language of trait and deficit (Johnston, 1993; Mehan,
1993) within which learning narratives are set offers
children, teachers, parents, and other community
members problematic identities and dispositions.
Once “identified,” children remain caught in the
problematic discursive web, partly because the prob-
lem is represented as a trait of the child rather than as
in the instructional environment, partly because the
identification process groups children together who
share common identifications, and partly because the
child is moved to a system that specializes in chil-
dren’s problems that often emphasizes different un-
derstandings about literacy learning (Allington &
McGill-Franzen, 1989).  

Although we might worry about the nature of
the categories, which are surely important, the prac-
tice is about more than that. As Yalom (1989) point-
ed out, “If we relate to people believing that we can
categorize them, we will neither identify nor nur-
ture...the vital parts of the other that transcend cate-
gory” (cited in Greenberg & Williams, 2002, p.
107). This is evident in casual transformations such
as “He’s a two, borderline three, right now and we
hope that this enrichment program will put him
over the edge” (Baudanza, 2001, p. 8). 

Primacy of teachers’ assessment
practices 

No instrument or assessment practice can over-
come the fact that the teacher is the primary agent of
assessment (International Reading Association and
National Council of Teachers of English Joint Task
Force on Assessment, 1994). The bulk of literacy as-
sessment occurs moment by moment as part of the



activity of teaching (Black & Wiliam, 1998b;
Crooks, 1988; Johnston, 1989). Consider an exam-
ple. A teacher was observed introducing to a student
a predictable book with the pattern “Grandpa is
[verb—e.g., sitting].” The last page was “Grandpa is
snoring,” at which the child laughed and said that his
grandpa snores too. However, when he read the book
he read that page as “Grandpa is so funny.” The
teacher prompted the child to recall what his grandpa
does and then prompted a rereading. The child
reread, hesitated before snoring, and read it correctly. 

But why that prompt or teaching strategy? Why
not ask the child to read with his finger to emphasize
the mismatch between the number of words spoken
and in print? Because the teacher hypothesizes, based
on her ongoing assessment of the child, that he
thinks so funny is one word. Pointing would not
prompt rethinking because he would still have a one-
to-one match and an initial letter match. Why not
simply provide accuracy feedback? Because, she hy-
pothesizes, that the process through which the child
solves the problem himself will help build a sense of
literate agency. Her feedback is based on a theory of
learning more than a notion of performance. 

The essence of formative assessment is noticing
details of literate behavior, imagining what they mean
from the child’s perspective, knowing what the child
knows and can do, and knowing how to arrange for
that knowledge and competence to be displayed, en-
gaged, and extended. This requires a “sensitive ob-
server” (Clay, 1993) or “kidwatcher” (Goodman,
1978), a teacher who is “present” in the classroom—
focused and receptive to noticing the children’s liter-
ate behavior (Rodgers, 2002).  A child’s acquisition of
a “reading disabled” classification (and identity) be-
gins with the teacher’s assessment, and teachers who
notice less about children’s literacy development refer
more children to be classified than do those who no-
tice more (Broikou, 1992). The more detailed teach-
ers’ knowledge of children’s literate development, the
more agency they appear to feel with respect to solv-
ing literacy learning problems.

Formative assessment requires not only noticing
and making productive sense of the literate behaviors
that occur but also arranging classroom literacy prac-
tices that encourage children to act in literate ways
and that make their literate learning visible and audi-
ble. A child explaining how she figured out a word is
not only providing this information for the teacher
but also spinning an agentive narrative of her own lit-
erate competence. She is building a productive self-
assessment and literate identity (Johnston, 2004). 

If a classroom is arranged so that children rou-
tinely engage in literate activities that provide man-

ageable challenges and talk about the process and 
experience of their literate practice, assessment infor-
mation is available to the teacher and, simultaneous-
ly, strategic information is available for the students.
Play is a particularly rich context for the display of
young children’s understanding of how literate prac-
tices work (Roskos & Neuman, 1993; Teale, 1991).
In a similar way, collaboration demands an external-
ization of shared thinking, which also provides an
excellent source of information.  

To the extent that formative assessment is a
technical matter, the “instrument” is the teacher and
his or her mind and its social and textual supports.
Improving performance on summative assessments
requires improving formative assessment. There is re-
search that suggests how to do this, but it also sug-
gests that change will be slow because the practices
assume active involvement on the part of students as
well as changes in the ways teachers understand stu-
dents, themselves, and what they are trying to ac-
complish (Black & Wiliam, 1998b). These changes
are strongly resisted by societal assessment discourses
and their sedimentation in teachers’ own subjectivi-
ties, as we discuss presently. 

Literacy assessment and context 
Literacy is somewhat local in that people en-

gage in literate practices differently in different con-
texts. Different tools and social contexts invoke
different strategies and ways of thinking. Common
assessment practices do not recognize this fact; in-
stead they assume that performance on a particular
task in a testing context is representative of all liter-
ate contexts. But children perform differently, for ex-
ample, in more meaningful or authentic activities.
The Primary Language Record (PLR) (Barrs, Ellis,
Hester, & Thomas, 1989), an early literacy assess-
ment instrument, requires the assessment communi-
ty (teachers, families, administrators, and students)
to recognize (and document) performance in differ-
ent contexts including “collaborative reading and
writing activities,” “play,” “dramatic play,” and “dra-
ma and storying” across different social groups that
include “pair,” “small group,” and “child with adult”
(p. 38). It draws attention to what a child can do in-
dependently and with different kinds of support. 

Assessing children’s literate learning requires at-
tending not only to what they know and do but also
at least as much to the context in which they know
and do. Indeed, as the PLR manual notes, “progress
or lack of progress should always be seen in relation
to the adequacy of the context” (p. 18). When a
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child appears to be unsuccessful at literate endeavors,
we want to know the circumstances in which this
happens. Such circumstances include the extent to
which literate practices and the logic of participation
are made visible in the classroom and valued as pur-
poseful social activities, the extent to which materials
are relevant and accessible, and the extent to which
classroom discourse is supportive, specific, reflective,
nonjudgmental, and values problem solving
(Allington & Johnston, 2002; Johnston & Rogers,
2001; Pressley, Allington, Wharton-MacDonald,
Collins-Block, & Morrow, 2001).  

Shifting the focus of assessment away from the
isolated mind to the mind in a social context has be-
gun to be recognized in the assessment of reading dis-
abilities. For example, Clay (1987) proposed that
labeling a child as reading disabled is premature with-
out first eliminating the possibility that the child’s
progress is a result of poorly configured instruction.
The assessment strategy of providing the best instruc-
tional intervention we can muster has proven effec-
tive in eliminating the need to classify most children
(Scanlon, Vellutino, Small, & Fanuele, 2000).
However, because this strategy remains in a discourse
that expects individual disabilities, the handful of
children who remain unsuccessful become viewed as
bona fide “disabled,” or “treatment resisters”
(Torgeson, 2000). This need not happen. Indeed,
Smith and her colleagues (Smith, 1997) rejected that
discourse. Instead of locating the problem in the
child, they entertained the possibility that their inter-
vention might still be insufficiently responsive.
Through collaborative self-assessment using video-
tapes, they refined their intervention and produced
the desired acceleration in literate learning, removing
the need to classify even these students. This concept
of attending to the child in the learning context
might be applied to large-scale assessments too.
Teachers and schools do not operate in a vacuum. 

Assessment discourses distribute
power 

Assessment discourses distribute and sustain
power relationships. For example, formative assess-
ments, while grounded in current understandings of
learning, are not taken seriously as a form of assess-
ment (Black & Wiliam, 1998a). They are referred to as
“informal,” as opposed to the more authoritative “for-
mal” assessments. There are probably many reasons for
their lack of institutional power aside from the fact
that they don’t always involve a textual record or arti-

fact such as running records, documented events, or
writing samples. They are the purview of teachers,
mostly women, and they are normally not in the lan-
guage of mathematics. When brought to a Committee
on Special Education meeting, these assessments are
easily trumped by the tests of the school psychologist. 

Rogers (2003) showed how a mother, vehe-
mently committed to protecting her daughter from
assignment to special education, is reduced to passive
acceptance by an assessment discourse that invokes
subjectivities from her own unsuccessful history in
schooled literacy. Rogers also showed how the dis-
cursive context induces this passivity just as well in
those with highly successful histories of schooled lit-
eracy.  The normative discourse of testing provides a
powerful tool for asserting symbolic domination and
intimidation of students, teachers, and parents
(Bourdieu, 1991; Fennimore, 2000; Rogers, 2002).
When an adult basic education student at the end of
a reading lesson asks timidly, “Did I read this good?”
(Rogers, 2002), she demonstrates the internalization
of an oppressive assessment discourse. 

It is possible to design assessment practices to
alter these power arrangements. To return to the
PLR, the manual describes specific ways for reducing
power differences in assessment conferences with
children and families. The form of the assessment
also insists that members of the learning community
focus attention on the child’s assets and their instruc-
tional context. Because it directs attention toward
differences in performance in a range of contexts and
on a range of dimensions, it resists narrow and debil-
itating ability interpretations. At the same time it
provides a language that represents literacy as cen-
trally involving identity and engagement in practice,
describing a child’s development as a reader and a
language user and implying a dimension of agency. 

However, breaking free of more limiting assess-
ment discourses is increasingly difficult as these dis-
courses saturate a wider array of media. Constant
reminders in the newspaper and reports from school
are now supplemented through the Internet. Parents
going to the Web are encouraged to obtain reading
tests that they can use with their child. Like any ad-
vertising, these tests create a need and then direct
parents to purchase the remedial instruction on the
basis of the normative assessment and the “latest
brain research” (Learning, 2002) to fulfill the need.
At the same site, parents learn of the routinely mas-
sive company growth rate, its even better prospects
following federal No Child Left Behind regulations
(2002), and how they can profit through investment
(Johnston & Rogers, 2001). By both reflecting and
enforcing traditions of literate practice (including



who gets to participate in what ways and in which
media), assessment practices stabilize the literate so-
ciety, limiting social change and adaptability. 

Clashes in practices
Literacy assessment consumes resources, so

there is a constant search for multipurpose assess-
ments. However, each new function often has differ-
ent demands, requiring difficult trade-offs and
bringing different discourses. Recall the NEMP as-
sessment described earlier. Many of the features of the
NEMP were once part of the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP in the United States).
However, political pressures have changed the timing
of the NAEP to a two-year cycle, increasing pressure
for simpler computerized responses. The sampling
structure has changed to enable state-by-state com-
parisons, and state performance has become pegged
to federal funding through the No Child Left Behind
legislation (2002), thus increasing the assessment
stakes. These changes add up to a change in the na-
ture of the assessment activity from educational mon-
itoring for productive curricular conversations to
instrumental control of literacy teaching and learn-
ing. This is a different assessment practice, grounded
in different views of learning and literacy.

The clash of these different discourses is com-
mon in school systems as formative and summative
functions are forced together, often catching teachers
in the middle (Delandshere, 2001; Hill, 2004). As
with the earlier example of using leveled books for
accountability practices, the higher stakes assessment
will generally subvert the lower stakes practice.
However, it is possible to have consistency among
school literacy curriculum and assessment practices. 

The PLR, described earlier, was developed in
London for literacy assessment in multicultural/mul-
tilingual inner-city communities. It represents a
complex, contextual, and social view of literacy
learning and assessment practice that involves
teacher, student, and parent in collaboratively docu-
menting the child’s literacy development over time.
It was deliberately designed to inform and support
teaching, students, and family literacies through
clear documentation and the process of that docu-
mentation—the assessment activity. Although it is a
“record,” its developers took seriously the educative,
communicative, and relational dimensions of assess-
ment practice. In systematic interviews, parents de-
scribe the child’s home literacy and must agree on
what is recorded. Because interview topics include
“opportunities that might be possible for writing at

home and whether the child chooses to write”
(Barrs, Ellis, Hester, & Thomas, 1989, p. 16), par-
ents simultaneously learn about possible ways to ex-
pand family literacy practices. 

The representation of the child is centrally fo-
cused on documentation of what the child does and
how the child does it and understands it. In context,
though, it also includes numerical ratings for aggre-
gation at the institution level and to complement the
descriptive detail. Serious professional development
is required for a complex assessment system like the
PLR. But that has not prevented its successful adop-
tion (Falk, 1998; Falk & Darling-Hammond, 1993).
Implementation is not expected to occur overnight,
and it is recommended that teachers begin by select-
ing a small group of students to document, expand-
ing the group as expertise develops. 

However, much of the professional develop-
ment is built into the process of the assessment. In
order to obtain reliable ratings, participants in the as-
sessment community (teachers, administrators, par-
ent representatives) regularly gather to compare their
analyses of one another’s assessments. The discussion
around cases of disagreement is productive in clarify-
ing the need for recording detail and the bases for
judgment. The public nature of these discussions
keeps teachers responsible for their assessments and
requires a measure of courage. Because the assess-
ment requires a range of literacy learning contexts
and particular kinds of evidence, it helps teachers to
structure their classroom practice.

We provide this example to show that more
common approaches to assessment should not be
thought of as “givens” that merely need tweaking.
This assessment holds very different assumptions
from the more standard views and has very different
consequences. For example, the assumption behind
current accountability testing is that schools as orga-
nizations, and the individuals within them, are not
only unable to monitor their own performance but
also are unlikely to provide the best instruction they
can unless forced to do so annually through rewards
and punishments. The successful use of the PLR
suggests that this assumption, at least in some con-
texts, is not tenable. Instead, we might sensibly ask,
“Under what circumstances can organizations and
individuals productively monitor their teaching and
learning as part of improving literacy learning?”

Darling-Hammond (2004), examining suc-
cessful examples of assessment-driven reforms, pro-
vided some answers, concluding that consistency in
assessment and curricular imperatives across the in-
stitutional learning community is essential. Other
critical properties that the system provides, in a time-
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ly way, included sophisticated information that is
consistent with current understandings of learning
and relevant for teaching individual students.
Successful assessment systems also provide informa-
tion about the qualities of students’ learning oppor-
tunities (the context of learning), develop productive
teacher-student relationships, and are able to “lever-
age continuous change and improvement” through a
focus on teacher quality and learning (p. 1078). She
noted that relatively low stakes and consistency
among the assessment and curricular imperatives are
important and that institutional size is not trivial.
Although Darling-Hammond focused on the testing
context privileged in the United States, these em-
phases are exactly the design features of the PLR.
This is a description of the PLR.

Final comment
Assessment always (a) is representational and

interpretive; (b) is a dynamic part of ongoing, goal-
directed social activities and societal discourses; (c) 
reflects and imposes particular values, beliefs, rela-
tionships, and ways of being literate; and thus (d) has
consequences for individuals’ and communities’ un-
derstandings of themselves and one another, as well as
for the kinds of individuals and communities they
will become. If the accelerating shifts in society will
require everyone “to become, and remain, committed
to learning,” (Broadfoot, 2002, p. 6) and to acquire
literacies that are more flexible and open, more re-
silient and self-directed, and more collaborative in a
culturally and linguistically diverse context (Kalantzis,
Cope, & Harvey, 2003), they will need to be social-
ized into a literacy that makes this possible, and our
assessment systems are part of that socialization. 

This means that learning must form the basis of
our assessment practice. Current understandings show
that the ability to guide and monitor one’s own learn-
ing is essential to this project (Crooks, 2001).
Focusing on learning in this way might incidentally
accomplish other shorter term goals. For example, cre-
ating classrooms in which assessment practices social-
ize children into self-regulated literacy learning not
only serves students’ development as learners but also
develops their literate achievement (Harlen & Crick,
2003; McDonald & Boud, 2003). The same princi-
ples almost certainly apply to teachers as individuals
and as institutional communities. Indeed, if we are to
have consistency among assessment and curricular im-
peratives within schools, the consistency should apply
to the processes as well as the content. If literacy as-
sessment is to serve literacy learners and society, then

it has to be grounded in processes that reflect current
understandings of learning, literacy, and society. It also
has to remain open to evolution in both literacy and
assessment, which at the very least means encouraging
some diversity in assessment practice. 

Nearly a decade ago, Shepard and her col-
leagues interviewed officials from state departments
across the United States and concluded that more
complex and authentic forms of literacy assessment
were developing and that the previous excesses and
problems of assessing children, particularly young
children, for high-stakes purposes like accountability
and retention were largely gone (Shepard, Taylor, &
Kagan, 1996). The opposite is now true, a develop-
ment that has everything to do with politics and rel-
atively little to do with research (Allington, 2002;
Allington & Woodside-Jiron, 1999; Johnson &
Kress, 2003; Wixson & Pearson, 1998). 

Indeed, the United States has currently reached
the highest volume of testing and the highest stakes
testing in its history. We are reminded of a definition
of fanaticism as the act of redoubling one’s efforts
while having forgotten what one is fighting for (de
Toqueville, cited in Claxton, 1999, p. 281). Although
this article is in the service of “theory and research
into practice,” we must not pretend that literacy as-
sessment can be improved by simple application of
either. At the very least our theory in practice has to
include the fact that changing assessment practices is
about changing societal discourses regarding children,
literacy, and education, with all the values, relation-
ships, identities, and resources that entails.
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